Introduction
The European Union may well be approaching a decisive stage in its development. Or again, it may not be. As always in the affairs of the EU, it is hard to discern where it is going, who is generating decisive impulses, who is putting on the brakes, what kind of bargains on this matter or that may be feasible and so on. So prophecy remains a hazardous business.
Nevertheless, certain objective circumstances suggest that the current Inter-Governmental Conference which is intended to reach conclusions on treaty revisions before the end of 2000 may take some farreaching decisions; and that the effects of these will push the EU decisively towards seeing itself more like an emergent state and less like an association of sovereign nation states cooperating for mutual advantage. For example, a reduction in the veto rights of member states and a realignment of qualified majority voting rules is held by many to be required both to facilitate decisions in the EU as it now exists and to accommodate a wider membership after prospective enlargement.
There is also a clear need, ahead of any enlargement, to reconsider the membership, structure and size of the European Commission. Additionally there are strong pressures for the proclamation of a new code of human rights which some see as the first step towards the achievement of a genuine constitution for the EU. And on top of that, there is pressure for a further development of social policies which would be binding across the board. Finally, in the eyes of the present members of the Economic and Monetary Union, there is an urgent need to devise more effective methods of formulating and carrying out common economic policies to back up the monetary union they have joined and, if possible, to consolidate and strengthen the common currency launched at the beginning of 1999.
Progress on any or all of these matters would constitute a watershed and would offer proof that the European Union was at last irrevocably launched on the road to effective statehood. For this reason alone there is ample justification for looking again at the peculiar challenges that the evolution of the EU presents to a nation like Britain which remains for the most part doubtful about the onward march to 'ever closer union'.
1 This is what this chapter proposes to do.
A short history lesson
Ever since Britain committed itself in 1972 to membership of the European Economic Community -known more familiarly at that time as the Common Market -its relationship with the Community (or to be more exact, the 'Communities') has been an uneasy one. Sometimes it seemed that Britain was concerned only with getting out of the Community what it regarded as its due, most famously when Mrs Thatcher argued vehemently for, and eventually secured, a rebate on our budgetary payments. But there have also been times when Britain has given strong support to important policy developments, notably in putting through the measures called for to complete the single market provided for by the Single European Act in 1986. Even when the relationship with the European Communities was at its most tense and difficult, for example during the run-up to the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and in the course of its subsequent passage through Parliament, politicians continued to talk optimistically of 'Britain's place in Europe' and of their desire to see Britain taking a lead in the development of the European project. With the arrival of the Blair Government, the desire to be 'at the heart of Europe' became even more explicit. Mr Blair professed his determination to show that by adopting a more conciliatory approach to policy issues in the EU than his predecessors had done -an approach which inter alia resulted in adherence to the Social Chapter agreed at Maastricht and from which Britain had secured an opt-out -it would be possible to assume a comfortable position on the bridge of the good ship European Union. Britain would, it was hoped, have a hand on the policy tiller.
Yet despite Mr Blair's well-publicised efforts to persuade his European partners to take over his 'modernising' agenda, he has continued to
